THE DEFENCE OF THE EMPIRE
correspondent, when the food-ships destined for
starving Bilbao began to arrive in the French port:
*On Friday, April gth, General Franco's agent at
St. Jean de Luz, seeing four British destroyers and the
six merchant ships together in harbour, reported to
insurgent headquarters that the British were assem-
bling a convoy which they meant to escort to Bilbao.
General Franco's reaction was immediate. He sent a
message direct to Sir Henry Chilton, the British
Ambassador, now at Hendaye, in which he informed
him that the insurgents were determined that the
blockade of Bilbao should be complete and effective;
that they regarded the denial of foodstuffs to that and
other Government ports as even more important than
the denial of war material; and that they would resist
any attempt to break the blockade by force, whatever
might be die consequences.
*The British Government then had to decide whe-
ther they would disregard this threat and escort their
merchant ships to Bilbao with overwhelming force or
accept General Franco's veto on the passage of ship-
Sing through territorial waters while reinforcing their
otilla to a strength sufficient to make interference
with British ships outside the territorial limit obviously
foolhardy.   They chose the latter course/
The correspondent, giving to the government
policy the interpretation which the naval authorities
on the spot gave, adds that:
In doing so, although they gave the appearance of
yielding to a threat of force from a rebel general with
two or three cruisers and a few armed trawlers at his
command, they preserved the letter and perhaps the
spirit of non-intervention; for to break the insurgents*
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